SECTION 3 () 



Sinhala Writing 

James W. Gair 



Sinhala script is used for writing the Sinhala (Sinhalese) language, but in Sri Lanka 
also Pali, and sometimes Sanskrit. It is a Brahmi derivative, with a continuous in- 
scriptional and literary history from the third-second century b.c.e., though it has un- 
dergone much change in form since then. The forms of its letters are distinctive, 
though manifestly influenced by the early Grantha script of South India (Fernando 
1949, 1950). As in most Brahmi-derived South Asian alphabets, consonants imply a 
following inherent vowel a, unless marked for its absence by adding — or —, called 
(h)al kirima, to the consonant; thus O [pa] but ^ [p], and @ [ma] but © [m]. The 
"independent" vowel symbols ^ a, f /, Qj m, etc. are used only word-initially. Vowels 
following a consonant are indicated by modifications to the consonant, which may oc- 
cur above, below, or on either side of it; see table 36.1. The existence of the vowels 
^l ce, ^i d, and a set of prenasalized stops (called "half-nasals") © nga, €) nda, ^ 
nda, and ® mba are special features of Sinhala phonology represented in the script. 
Some conjunct symbols are used for writing consonant clusters (including dou- 
bled consonants) but most have recognizable parts, formed by truncating the first 
symbol, as in S^ nda from ^ + ^. A few, however, are less transparent, such as ©^ 
representing fija (^ + C5). Special symbols exist for O r before a consonant, and for 
r and C3 y following a consonant; thus, with © sa, we have C§ rsa, (@ sra, G5B sya, 
(Sb rsya. Consonant combinations may also be written by writing the "vowelless" 
symbol on all but the last, thus ^^ nda, S® mba; this device is common in current 
typed and printed works. (For a full account, see Gair and Karunatilaka 1976.) 

The symbols 

The full current Sinhala writing system actually contains an "alphabet within an al- 
phabet." A subset of it, referred to as the Elu hodiya (boxed in the tables), reflects the 
classical language {Elu), as described in the classical grammar Sidatsangard (ca. 
1300 C.E.). This is still widely regarded as authoritative, and the Elu hodiya is repre- 
sented in current school charts and grammars even today. The character for c is gen- 
erally not included, since the Sidatsangard does not list it (though employing it in 
examples). The full Sinhala alphabet, or Misra hodiya ("mixed" alphabet) includes 
the symbols necessary for writing loanwords from Sanskrit and Pali, notably the as- 
pirated consonants A newer symbol CD has been introduced for /a; but often Roman 
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TABLE 36.1: Vowels 



Independent 



Diacritic (n-) 



q 


— 


qo 


—3 


qi 


-I' 


Cfi 


-i" 


f 


_^b 


a 


_:;^b 


c 


a, c 


c^ 


c 



e3aa 



O 



(SO 



©^ 



CS_ 
@— J 



^aa 



Transliteration 



a 
a 
ae 
2e 
i 
1 

u 
u 
r 
r 
e 
e 
ai 
o 
o 
au 



Pronunciation 



[a, 9] 
[ai, a] 

[aei] 

[i] 

[ii] 

[u] 

[ui] 

[ri, m] 

[rii, rui] 

[e] 

[ei] 

[aj] 

[o] 

[oi] 

[aw] 



a. With O r, there are alterations in the shape of some vowel diacritics: dL rcr, di rd, Oj ru, Oj rw, 6 r. 

b. The width of the diacritic varies with the consonant: ^ di, ^ pi, 5 ri, etc. 

c. Attached to certain letters with a stroke down and to the right (S) k,<2) g,^ t, S5D bh, © i), the diacritics 
take the form -^, — . 

d. Attached to letters with a stroke up and to the left, like the hal kirima the diacritic takes the form — . 

/is combined with O/?, as ^. table 36.1 shows the vowel symbols, and table 36.2 
and table 36.3 (reading across) the principal consonants, in canonical order. The 
"class nasal" o m (Sinhala binduva) is Hsted following the vowels, but it usually rep- 
resents a velar nasal [r]]. There was a limited indigenous system of punctuation, but 
it has now been superseded by the comma, period, etc. of English. 



Correspondence of speech to writing 

Sinhala is strongly diglossic; that is, it has sharply distinct written and spoken variet- 
ies (Gair 1992). Interestingly, the classical Elu hodiya suffices to represent the sounds 
of the current spoken language almost perfecdy. The main differences are that the dis- 
tinctions between @ la and g la or ^ na and ^ na are now purely orthographic, and 
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TABLE 36.2: Occlusives 



Voiceless Plosives 



Voiced Plosives 



Nasals 





Unaspirated 


Aspirated 


Unaspirated Aspirated 


Pure Nasals 


Half-nasals 


Velar 


^ 


k [k] 


S) kh[k] 





g [g] ^ gh [g] 


© n [q] 


© 


ftg [''g] 


Palatal O c [tf] 


^ ch [tf] 


d 


j m ^ jh m 


^ n [p] 


Retroflex 





t [tl 


d) th [t] 


Q 


4 M ^ dh m 


€^ 


n [n] 


e) 


M[M] 


Dental 


m 


t [t] 


a th [t] 


^ 


d [d] a dh [d] 


Q) n [n] 


^ 


ttd ["d] 


Labial 





P [p] 


ph[p] 


S 


b [b] © bh[b] 


© 


m [m] 


m 


riib ["'b] 



that there are only two symbols for writing the three vowels a, a, and a. However, the 
distribution of those vowels is almost entirely predictable by rule: q represents a in 
the first syllable, except in a few words. It represents 9 word-finally and before single 
consonants (including the "half-nasals"), and represents a before double consonants 
or clusters, qj represents a everywhere except word-finally, where it may be either a 
or a depending primarily on the syllable structure of the word. Similar length rules 
apply to e and in final position, which may be pronounced short or long. In the writ- 
ten language, the representation of final vowels is essentially fixed; but there is some 
fluctuation in representing the colloquial forms, as in dialogs in fiction and drama. 

Though the aspirated consonants are written in direct Sanskrit borrowings, they 
are generally not pronounced differently from their unaspirated counterparts, even in 
reading aloud, though speakers may attempt to distinguish them in formal settings. 

The symbols ^ s and G5 s also represent a Sanskrit distinction not observed in 
Sinhala pronunciation, but both are pronounced as [J]. In older village speech, they 
were not distinguished from es s, which was the single sibilant, as represented in the 
classical alphabet. Widespread literacy and loanwords, including those from English, 
have now generally established a contrast between [s] and [J] in speech; but there is 
some fluctuation in writing the latter sound as ^ or O when there is no Sanskrit form 
to use as a model. 

An affix written as <3 yi, with several functions, is generally pronounced as y and 
treated as a final consonant. Except for these few divergences, the fit of script to sound 
is straightforward when reading. Complications arise in the other direction, since a 
number of distinctions in the literary language pertain only to spelling. 

TABLE 36.3: Sonorants and Fricatives 





Palatal 


Alveolar 


Dental 


Labial 


Other 


Sonorants 
Sibilants 


C3 

G9 


y 01 




^ 


r [r] 
s [J] 


C3 


1 [1] 
s [s] 





V M 


S9 


! [1] 

h [fi] 
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J. Sinhala: ^OO 

2. Transliteration: nuvara 
5. Transcription: nuvara 
4, Gloss: Nuvara 



Sample of Sinhala 



yugayata paemmenna 
jugajata paeminenna 
period.DAT reach.iNF 

granthayak lesa nam 
grantsjak less nam 
as name 



2. abhasaya laebu 
J. aibaijaja laebu: 
4. reflection got.REL book.iNDEF 

/. S^^£3©030Q. ojg esod^aS) 

2. sidatsangaravayi. pali samskrta 

J. sidatsa"g9raivaj paili saqskruta 

4. Sidatsaiigarava.EMPH/AGR Pali Sanskrit 

7. S-S SS Cf3^c3 qi^^ (sS 

2. niti riti adiya aetat me 

5. niiti riiti aidijs aeta-t me: 

4. rules regulations etc. be.also this 

1. es^^O Cf^5)e§^' gSeJ £33Sa)s©c3^ 

2. samahara adahasut dravida sahityayen 

5, samahara adahasut dravic^a saihitjajeq 
4. some ideas.also Dravidian literature.ABL 



pera dravida 
pera dravida 
before Dravidian 

kala haekke 

kala haekke 

do.PAST.REL Can.FOCUS 



bhasavangen gat 

baijaivaqgei] gat 

languages.ABL taken 

saelaesmat 
saelaesmat 
organization, also 

^@§. ©©G3 

tibe. meya 

tibe: meja 

be.PRES this 



granthaye 

grantajei 

book.LOC 



gena 
gena 
taken 



2. viyarana granthayakma nove. mehi 

J. vijarana grantajakrna nove: mehi 

4. grammar book.EMPH not.be this.LOC 

2. racanayata upades dimayi. 

J. racanaja^a upades di:maj 



@Q3Q) <^^^es ^30:6 

pradhana adahasa kavya 

prada:na adahasa ka:vja 

chief idea poetry 

viyarana niti ritit 
vijarana ni:ti ri:tit 



4. composition.DAT advice giving.EMPH/AGR grammar rules regulations. also 



/. -^302360^30^ Od^ ©^30 
2. kavyalarnkarat ek kota 
J. ka:vjalaqka:rat ek kota 

4. poetics one do.PCPL 

/. (gsOC3^ ^^% f ^^C33©l 

2. granthayak dakunu indiyave 

5, grantajak dakunu indija:ve 
4. book.iNDEF South India 



gena aeti mevaenima dravida 

gena aeti mevaenima dravida 

take.PCPL be this. like. emph Dravidian 



Sc^S. 'SO(se33_ 
tibe. 'virasoliyam 
tibe: virasolijam 
be.PRES Virasoliyam 



C3Q ^ 

yanu e 

janu e: 

QUOT.REL that 
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2. granthaye namayi. 

S. grsntsje: namaj 

4. book.LOC name.EMPH/AGR 

'As a book that received Dravidian influence before the Nuvara (Kandy) period, 
one can name the Sidatsangardva. Although there are grammatical rules etc. 
from Pali and Sanskrit, the organization and some ideas in this book have also 
been taken from Dravidian literature. This is not only a grammatical treatise. Its 
main idea is to give advice for the composition of poetry. A Dravidian work like 
this that unites grammatical rules and poetics exists in South India. The name of 
that book is "Virasohyam."' —Baddegama Vimalavamsa i960: 56. 
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